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        I sold my soul to a man I hate.

        Now, he owns me.

      

        

      
        I had a plan: Sign a contract and board a plane to Ibiza. The anonymous deal would salvage the smoldering wreckage of my life.

      

        

      
        It would not involve billionaire Harrison King, the reason I need saving in the first place. 

      

        

      
        He’s as beautiful as he is cruel. A British business titan who makes a living getting what he wants.

      

        

      
        The man flies private. Dates supermodels. But the crisp accent and cocky smirk don’t fool me. He’s a gentleman on the outside, a savage beneath. Dangerous, rough and brutal.

      

        

      
        Because after my attempt to publicly stand up for those who needed it... 

      

        

      
        He destroyed my reputation. 

      

        

      
        Now, he’s come for the rest of me.

      

        

      
        I can’t back out. No matter what he has in store for me. 

      

        

      
        Harrison King knows my secrets...

      

        

      
        But kings keep secrets too.

      

        

      
        BEAUTIFUL ENEMY is book 1 in the ENEMIES trilogy. Harrison and Rae’s addictive story continues in BEAUTIFUL SINS and concludes in BEAUTIFUL RUIN.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ARE YOU A VIP?

      

        

      
        Click here to join Piper’s VIP List and never miss a thing!

      

        

      
        Score a juicy email each month full of hot news, exclusive content, and opportunities you can't find anywhere else.
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      The man across the arrivals lounge in Ibiza is abrasively beautiful. The kind of attractive that could rip you in two.

      Which is exactly what seeing him does to me.

      Wearing a dark suit, cut close to his strong body, he carries himself with a confidence no man should possess.

      No one is that right, least of all him.

      The man in the lounge turns, calling out to a woman across the room. He’s handsome, but I realize he’s not the man I haven’t been able to get out of my head for the past two months.

      This man has dark eyes, not electrifying blue ones. He lacks the crisp British accent that reeks of boarding schools and privilege. Plus, I don’t have that feeling in my gut, as if the ground is vibrating beneath my feet.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Madani.” The baggage clerk’s bright voice drags my attention back to the counter. “Your bag was tracked from New York to Heathrow but hasn’t shown on the system since.”

      Her words settle in, and a knot forms in my chest. “That’s not possible. I need that bag.”

      “If we can’t deliver it to you in twenty-four hours, you will be reimbursed up to five hundred euros.”

      I press the heels of my hands to my eyes.

      Barely sleeping on the plane, then stumbling onto the next after stopping to brush my teeth and collect a Starbucks grande to get me through customs and the transfer is catching up to me.

      I should’ve known it was a bad idea to put everything I owned in that bag.

      Including my pills.

      Someone bumps me from behind, and I glance back to see a string of five women in matching white minidresses. The woman at the front of the bachelorette train that was on my plane is wearing a crown and sash, and the train hollers about “one last time.”

      I’m the only one here not looking for a party.

      “I understand this is disappointing. A young woman like you, I bet you had your vacation wardrobe chosen.” The woman takes in my black tank top and ripped jeans as if I’d do better to start from scratch.

      “I’m not here on vacation.” I shove a chunk of dark hair out of my face and feel for my crossbody bag, the computer nestled inside.

      Thank fuck.

      I wonder what she’d say if I told her the truth. That I’m here because I set my career on fire standing up for what I believed in and every venue that was fighting to finger me two months ago is dodging my calls.

      When I leave the baggage area, the low-grade throbbing in my gut won’t quit.

      The company that hired me said they’d send a ride. Sure enough, by the doors is a huge man in a linen suit with graying hair. He holds a sign that says “L. Queen.”

      “That’s me.” Professionally, at least. “You can call me Rae.”

      “No baggage?”

      “I wish. What’s your name?”

      “Toro, señorita.”

      I fall into step with him as we dodge tourists and head out the double doors.

      “Looks like everyone’s here to party,” I notice.

      The people pouring out of the airport are ready to dance and drink and party their cares away.

      “And you?” Toro asks.

      “I’m here to help them.”

      I grin and slide my sunglasses onto my face, the warm air washing over me. It was spring in New York yesterday, and now it’s summer in Spain.

      The ocean breeze washes over me as Toro shows me to a Mercedes limo and holds open the back door.

      “I’m riding up front.”

      Before he can argue, I pull on the passenger door and lift a book off the seat—Eat, Pray, Love.

      “This your throwback book club pick of the week?” I set it on the dash, and my lips twitch as I cut him a look. “Don’t get me wrong, I read it. Upper-middle-class blond chick searches for purpose after her divorce. Found it as relatable as you probably did. Some of us don’t need an international journey to find ourselves.”

      I fasten my seatbelt as he pulls out of the spot.

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      I shift in my seat under his suddenly curious gaze. “Dream come true. You mix in Ibiza, you can work anywhere.”

      But this gig isn’t just my big shot…

      It’s my last shot.

      I’m twenty-four years old, and if I don’t crush this residency, I might never get another chance to do for a living the one thing that makes me feel alive.

      I’ve wanted to make electronic music since I first put on headphones in front of the computer my parents got me after a traumatic sophomore year of high school.

      DJing connects me with an audience in a way that’s safe and intimate at once. Unlike other performances, they don’t come to watch me.

      They come so I’ll move them.

      There’s no better trip.

      But the industry doesn’t exactly welcome new people with open arms. I’ve fought with everything I have to get where I am.

      Or at least where I was two months ago.

      “You came alone,” my driver says as we pull out of the airport, and I arch an eyebrow.

      “You’d be surprised what a woman can do without a man, Toro,” I tease.

      I can’t imagine being serious enough about a guy to have him travel with me for work.

      I’m not blaming my viewpoint on divorced parents. More like every time life has gotten hard, I’ve found myself alone.

      People leave fast when having your back costs them something.

      “I have a grown daughter I haven’t seen in some time. She is independent like you. That is why I’m reading the book. My wife said our daughter enjoyed it, and I would like to understand what she likes.”

      It’s so paternal my chest tightens. “She’s lucky you take an interest.”

      “I’m sure your parents are very proud,” he says, and I swallow the hard lump that rises up my throat without responding. “I will take you to your accommodations.”

      “Would you take me to the club instead? I need to check on some specs.” Besides, there’s nothing I’ll do at the villa except stress about my bag.

      Toro palms the wheel like a caress. “Debajo. It means below.”

      We pass another venue on the beach side of the road. The sign marking the entrance to the outdoor club is huge, and I watch it in the passenger mirror, a shiver starting in my chest and leaving me tingling all the way down to my toes.

      “That’s La Mer.” I sit up straighter.

      People plan their entire vacations, their entire years, to join the party at one of the biggest clubs in the world.

      “I’m going to play there someday.”

      Toro laughs. “No woman has.” He shrugs at my curious look. “My daughter is into EDM.”

      I slide my sunglasses down and smile, feeling my ribs expand with possibility. “Tell her I’ll be the first.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Debajo is housed beneath a resort, a fact I forgot until Toro parks around the side of the hotel and walks me to a back entrance.

      The underground venue used to be popular but has seen better days, but it still picks up crowds on the long weekends in the summer—like everywhere else on the island.

      Toro speaks to security in rapid-fire Spanish, and they let me in.

      “Call when you are ready to go to the villa,” he insists, pushing a card into my hand as I sling my crossbody bag over my shoulder.

      When he’s gone, I turn to survey my space.

      Everything is industrial, black and chrome. Bars along either side and the stage at the far end of the floor. Booths surround the dance floor. A catwalk overhead wraps around in a balcony and cuts over the middle of the floor, partially obscured by a low, black wall—probably VIP booths.

      Two guys work behind the bar, readying it for the evening ahead, while another moves boxes with a cart. None acknowledge me. Capacity is supposed to be two thousand, not that it pulls in that many now.

      Still, it’s nicer than I expected, and for the next month, this place is mine.

      Tonight is the start of something good. I can feel it.

       “Damnation.”

      I jump at the female voice before a woman straightens from behind the setup of boards and sound equipment on stage.

      When she spots me, her eyes narrow. “Doors don’t open for another twelve hours.”

      “I’m not a tourist. I’m mixing tonight. Raegan Madani. Little Queen,” I go on, supplying the stage name I picked years ago because of its similarity to my given name and because it gave me a persona to build on.

      The woman’s cropped blond hair has a little gray, but she’s midthirties, slim, and wearing a green sundress. A shrewd elf with a tan. “Leni. I run the club.”

      “And you’re American,” I say, noticing the accent.

      “Hawaii. Big Island, born and raised.”

      I take the stairs to the stage, then turn to survey the sleek, black Pioneer media players flanking the latest mixer. A lifetime of dreams turned into switches and dials that put power in one person’s hands.

      “It’s had a makeover,” she says, noticing my appreciation. “I’m taking over from the previous management long enough to get her on her feet.”

      “Her?”

      “Every club is a woman. Don’t think a man could hold this much passion or euphoria. Or this many secrets. She’s had a rough patch, though.” Leni pats the board but her knowing gaze lands on me. “Must sound familiar.”

      I bristle, hands gripping the strap on my bag tighter.

      “Calling out the head of Echo Entertainment on social media for everyone to see was a dumbass move,” Leni goes on.

      “A woman was assaulted at their venue on a night I was playing. No one at the club or the organization took responsibility. Harrison King owns the company.”

      “You knew the woman who was assaulted?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Too many people ignore women they don’t know. I needed to look out for her, even if it was after the fact.

      “Let me guess—since then, the clubs that were knocking down your door won’t touch you.”

      I lift my bag and set it on a free spot. “This one did.”

      I pull out my notebook computer and peer into my bag, remembering my costumes were also in my checked bag. Shit.

      “Was it worth it?” she asks.

      “Yes.” My gaze flicks to hers. “People need to be held responsible for their actions. I don’t care how much money Harrison King has. Or how pretty he is. Or how big his dick is.”

      Her slow grin is feline. “You’re the only one. Paparazzi stalk him. Models throw themselves at him. He built an entertainment empire most moguls on their deathbeds would envy, and he did it without a gray hair in sight.”

      I shiver. From sleep deprivation, not from remembering what it felt like to stand a breath away from that man.

      “Rumor is he’s hiding out now,” Leni replies. “Maybe you hurt his feelings.”

      “That would require him to have feelings.”

      Leni smirks as she holds out a network cable. I lift the lid of my notebook and hit the power key, but the battery’s dead.

      “I’ll never play another of his clubs for as long as I live.” I pull the laptop’s power cord and adapter from my bag. Before I can reach for the power bar across the desk, a smooth, impossibly male British voice comes from overhead.

      “That’s a shame. Because the contract you signed says that, for the next month, you’re mine.”
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      Harrison fucking King.

      The man himself appears on the catwalk in one of the VIP booths, wearing tailored pants the color of sandy beaches and a white button-down shirt that skims his broad shoulders and muscled chest.

      Every inch of his form screams wealth and privilege. His hair is perfectly trimmed, the dull burnished gold darkened to a warm brown in the low lights of the club.

      A strong, straight nose and square jaw compete for attention with his firm lips.

      He must have a decade on me but looks as if he could make the Olympic swim team without breaking a sweat.

      Our first and only confrontation is forever imprinted in my memory. When I approached the billionaire stranger at the wedding reception of two musicians who are mutual friends, I had been riding high on righteous anger. Anger I’d kept in check during the actual wedding—to spare my friends—and unleashed soon after with the help of a few drinks.

      I don’t make a habit of hating people, but this man makes me rethink that stance.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demand.

      Electric blue eyes, not unlike the neon sign outside, bore into me.

      “You signed a contract to play my club.”

      He starts toward the stairs, taking them with leisurely strides until he reaches the main floor.

      “It wasn’t yours when I signed the contract.” I would have noticed if his company, Echo Entertainment, had been on the documents.

      “Not my problem you can’t keep up with the industry.”

      The staff behind the bar have snapped to attention. They didn’t look up when I arrived, but now, they’re hustling to wipe imaginary spots off the surface while sneaking furtive looks at the man before me.

      Harrison crosses to us, stopping in front of the stage. His shirt is open at the collar to expose a tan throat, the muscles flexing lightly. His mouth curves to reveal a smile as perfect as it is cold.

      I whirl to face Leni, who lifts a shoulder as if anticipating my accusation.

      “Listen…” she starts.

      “Leni.” He holds up a hand, cuts her off without so much as a word.

      Arrogant prick.

      I slam the cover of my notebook and slide it in my bag before shouldering it. “I’m not playing your club,” I toss at the man in front of the stage. “Not tonight, not ever.”

      I stalk down the steps and head across the dance floor.

      I make it across the club, then yank on the door.

      It doesn’t open.

      Desperation rises up the second I feel him at my back.

      “I’m disappointed.” That smooth voice is inches from my ear, close enough his breath tickles my skin. “I’ve been anticipating this since our first meeting.”

      I spin around, my nostrils flaring as I stare up at his infuriatingly gorgeous face.

      How could I have mistaken the man at the airport for Harrison King?

      No man on earth has his intensity, his charisma.

      “A woman was assaulted at my gig in LA,” I bite out, angry with both of us now. “My gig at your club. Your booking agent didn’t give a shit. No one at corporate returned my calls demanding an explanation. When I finally got to you, you didn’t give a shit either.”

      “When you confronted me about it at a mutual friend’s wedding, you mean.”

      He says that like it matters.

      “If you think I have time to personally care for everyone who sets foot in a building with my name on the deed,” he goes on, “you underestimate the size of my empire.”

      I lift my chin. “If you can’t protect the people you serve, you have no right to one.”

      His throat bobs, a flicker of surprise flitting through his eyes.

      Even kings have vulnerabilities.

      I try the door again, realizing the lock is on. After turning it, I yank the door open, grab my bag, and run past the confused security guard on the other side.

      In the parking lot, I’m breathing heavily as I pull out my phone to call Toro. I need to get out of here—out of this man’s presence. At my resort, I can figure out what the hell to do next.

      A ringtone sounds, but the call breaks before Toro answers.

      Shit.

      I scan my surroundings, my gaze landing on the busy road.

      “You have an exceedingly low opinion of me,” King calls from behind me as I head for the street, searching the horizon for a cab.

      “I’m surprised you care what my opinion is.”

      His expression flickers with emotions I can’t read before he slips into aristocratic arrogance once again. A resting asshole face if I ever saw one.

      “I trust your attorneys looked at the terms for failure to fulfill your contractual obligations,” he goes on.

      The wind blows my fallen hair into my face, and I set my bag down at my feet to shove it back with vicious hands.

      “Thanks to you,” he drawls, “one of my top-performing venues became the worst overnight. You will recover what you cost me. For the next month, I own you. If you try to leave, I will sue you for every dollar you own. I will take your computer“—he picks up the bag at my feet, and I tense—“your music. Every scrap of clothing in your wardrobe and on your body.”

      Each word lands on my chest like a brick.

      Breathing is hard. We’re outside, but it’s as if the greedy asshole has consumed all the oxygen.

      “What. No response?” he chides softly.

      I’m usually the type to rebel with silent resistance, but I refuse to go down without a fight. There are too many bullies in this world.

      “If it takes litigation to get a woman naked…” I snatch my bag from his hands. “Your game needs work.”

      His mouth twists in disbelief.

      Before he can respond, the horn of a car honks and a cab pulls over to the side of the road.

      I reach for the back door of the car, my heart still thudding.

      “If you try to leave, I will sue you for every dollar you own. I will take your computer. Your music. Every scrap of clothing in your wardrobe and on your body.”

      Even as the car pulls away from him, I can’t kick the sickening possibility he’s right.

      For the next month…

      The man who ruined me owns me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            RAE

          

        

      

    

    
      When the cab pulls up to the sandstone villa perched halfway up a winding road and sheltered by a lush hedge of greenery, I can’t help but appreciate its beauty.

      Judging from the size, this villa is more like a boutique hotel than a resort. When I enter, backpack in tow, a woman looks up from where she’s vacuuming. I don’t spot a concierge or front desk, so I approach the woman.

      “I’m supposed to be staying here tonight.” I reach for my passport, but she stops me.

      Her face brightens as she clasps my hand between both of hers. “Sí, señorita. I am Natalia.” Her voice is warm and welcoming. “I will show you your room.”

      She leads me up a staircase and down a hall with doors on either side, half a dozen in total.

      “This will meet your needs?” she asks as she opens a door.

      I step into the room of pale-yellow walls, and beyond them are double doors opening to a balcony that overlooks the ocean. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      She nods before ducking out, closing the door.

      The sight and the fresh scent of the water unlock my chest, a twisted knot wound tighter since my run-in with the devil himself.

      I’m in another country without most of my possessions, and my only potential source of income is the man I hate.

      But I know one thing—there’s no way I’m playing for him. I’ll walk into the sea first and never come back.

      I pull out my phone, digging around to find the contract. His name’s not on it anywhere, but that’s not unusual for a large organization.

      The amount I stand to lose by not playing has my stomach sinking.

      I send the paperwork off to my lawyer anyway, asking how I can get out of it.

      This gig was supposed to be my salvation. Instead, I’m being forced to play for the man I hate.

      I’m used to traveling, but suddenly, I feel adrift.

      I do a quick calculation of the time difference—six hours behind—before I hit a number on my phone.

      “Hey!” Annie’s panting voice comes through the speaker. “You caught me in the midst of my morning stomach pyrotechnics.”

      “Hardly seems fair Tyler’s on tour and you’ve been hugging a toilet for the last two weeks.”

      My roommate from arts school and her rock-star husband are going to be parents in less than five months.

      “Don’t worry. He’ll be making it up to me.”

      Her breezy tone has me shaking my head. I have no doubt she’ll tell him what she wants. Or that he’ll move mountains to give it to her. Their relationship is almost enough to make me believe in love.

      “I was going to ask if you had a chance to lay down vocals for that track I was working on.”

      “I need one more listen before I send it over,” she promises. “Now please distract me so I don’t think about how every smell in our house makes me want to upchuck.”

      Her earnest plea makes my mouth twitch.

      “I just got into Ibiza.” I flop down on the double bed, which gives gently under my weight. The fabric smells fresh—not from-a-can fresh either. “But the residency gig isn’t what I signed on for.”

      Telling her the full extent of what’s going down might upset her or, worse, make her try to intervene.

      I don’t need her solving my problems. Both because I can solve them myself and because she knows what went down between Harrison and me.

      We met at her wedding.

      And Harrison King is a friend of her husband’s.

      As unlikely as it seems that the man who glowered down at me today has any friends, evidently Tyler Adams, a guy I went to school with and respect, met him on tour and they formed a genuine bond.

      Annie makes a noise of sympathy. “If it’s anything like doing a show on Broadway, it’s exhausting and scary but rewarding too.”

      Doubtful.

      “Where’s Mr. Tall, Dark, and Broody?” I change the subject.

      “Tyler’s in Amsterdam this week. Since the honeymoon, I’ve been going into travel withdrawal. I heard Ibiza is beautiful.”

      My feet carry me out to the balcony. My finger trails along the sandstone half wall as I inhale the fresh air.

      “Only if you’re into fresh air, crystal-blue waters, beautiful people, and partying.”

      She laughs. “Hard to imagine anything could ruin that. You deserve it. I don’t think you’ve stayed in one place for a month since college.”

      The problem with staying in one place is you get attached to it. You expect things of the people around you.

      I learned early how dangerous and destructive that can be.

      “Listen,” I start, “I should let you go. But it’s good to hear your childish enthusiasm. You want a souvenir?”

      “Bring me back a good story and we’ll call it even.”

      I click off and stare at the water.

      Harrison’s right about one thing—I can’t leave without a plan. Right now, if he wants to go after me legally, I have no doubt he’d win.

      Annie wants a story.

      I might be young, but I’m not powerless.

      I won’t run from this villain.

      Not without getting a few swings in first.

      Harrison King might be the man with the money.

      But I’m the girl with the mic.

      A light knock at the door has me turning back toward the room as Natalia comes in, a perplexed look on her face. “Where are your bags?”

      “The airline lost them.”

      Her eyes widen. “Dios mío. I can take you shopping, if you like, or send you to the best boutiques.”

      I cross to the middle of the room and look down at my clothes. I need something to wear tonight if I’m not leaving today. “Maybe not the best boutiques,” I warn because that sounds expensive. “If I called them and told them what I wanted, could they send a few items over?”

      “Of course.”

      “Including a wig,” I say, setting my phone on the dresser and tugging out the half-assed bun I made on the side of the road an hour ago. “Blond,” I decide.

      If it’s a strange request, she doesn’t balk. “You should go to the beach. We also have a pool and a jacuzzi. Enjoy yourself before you have to work. You’re too young to look so serious.”

      Inspired, I reach for my computer.

      Natalia is right. Just because I’m here doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy myself a little.

      Defiance flows through my veins as I send off a quick text to Annie with some lyrics for a new verse.

      My contract says I’ll play for Harrison King.

      It doesn’t say I have to do it nicely.
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      “We’re here, señor.” My driver’s eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror as he pulls up in front of the club.

      I straighten my suit. “Thank you, Toro.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      I frown. “It’s a Thursday night like any Thursday night.”

      Except it doesn’t feel like it. My body is humming, braced for a fight or coming off of one.

      I shift out before Toro can open my door. He follows me around anyway, stubbornly taking the car door in his aging hands as I fasten my jacket.

      “It’s a new club. The renovations are only just complete. And new talent,” he goes on as I start for the entrance.

      I pull up, turning to cock my head at him. He only nods before retreating to the driver’s side.

      New talent indeed.

      I head to the back door. Security stands at attention when they see me.

      A man with a purpose is dangerous to the world.

      A man without a purpose is dangerous to himself.

      When I enter a room, it’s to tell people what I want and make it immediately clear I’m going to get it. The faster they see that, the more painless it is.

      My first acquisition was filthy and spare, cobbled together like the money I used to finance it. Now, I stride down a private hallway used for deliveries and talent, absorbing the fresh paint and shining floors with a grim satisfaction.

      When I bought Debajo, everything was in disrepair, as if its name meant not only “beneath” but “forgotten.”

      It takes a particular eye to see what others miss. But for a man who looks beneath the surface, one who’s as relentless as he is patient...

      There is treasure to be found.

      Now, the club is a cool kiss. An elegant reminder of how far I’ve come.

      I wish my parents could see it.

      The twinge in my gut sneaks up on me, lingering like the burn of bad whisky.

      A budding actress who’s rising to stardom makes her way toward me, coming from the direction of the club.

      “Hello, gorgeous,” she purrs, the telltale enthusiasm of alcohol lingering in her voice as she stops in my path with an inviting smile. “Haven’t seen you stateside for way too long.”

      “You came to find me and enjoy my hospitality,” I reply evenly. “So, my plan worked.”

      She slips her hand inside my shirt, and I smoothly withdraw it, my grip firm enough there’s disappointment in her eyes.

      A hundred men in this place would take her home tonight.

      I’m not one of them.

      I used to enjoy beautiful women, particularly ones who made a lifestyle of being enjoyed.

      No more.

      Not since I let myself believe one could stand at my side and be what I needed. Trusting a woman with my life, my home, my future, cost me far more than the years I invested in that relationship.

      It won’t happen again.

      I straighten my shirt before I continue down the hall, making eye contact with the security guard at the end and nodding to him to keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t find trouble.

      I feel the pulsing music through the leather of my dress shoes before I hear it. I approach the door that leads to the club, then turn and take the stairs up to the second level. At the top, security opens the door. Pulsing music flows into me, through me.

      The metal grate flooring creaks beneath my feet on my way to my private booth next to two other VIP booths upstairs. Below, revelers drink and dance to the opening act.

      I pause, one storey up with a perfect view of the performers and the crowd.

      I’ve been out all day but have confirmed with Natalia and Toro that my newest contractor intends to play tonight.

      I knew she would see reason. She might be fiery, but there was no way she’d abandon this. I’d sue her fast enough she’d land on that curvy bottom.

      The first time we met, at the island wedding of my friend Tyler, she was fury itself. Barely waiting until after the cake had been cut and the couple rode off into shining bliss to rain righteous hellfire on me.

      I told her the same thing I’d tell anyone criticizing my business:

      Thank you very fucking little for your input.

      Evidently, she wasn’t pleased with my reaction.

      A single social media post condemning my business caused the door income of my best club to drop by half overnight and spurred a bloody mountain of paperwork and hostile media inquiries my team had to deal with. Most of them made their way up to me and ruined a string of otherwise good days.

      A small consolation was that she exploded in an equally destructive way.

      My PR staff told me that while a few fans had applauded the move, many were ambivalent. More importantly, no club owner from London to Miami would touch her for fear she’d find fault with their operations.

      Part of me envies her idealism. We were all naïve once, even if the last time I knew so little of the world I was still in knee socks.

      “Whisky, Mr. King?” the upstairs VIP bartender asks, and I nod.

      “In my booth.”

      “Sí, señor. You have a visitor.”

      Before I can demand who the fuck is in my private space, the bartender’s gone. I round the corner of my booth and stiffen.

      “Let me guess—half your renovation budget was for the club and half for whisky.” The last person I’d expect is sitting in the booth in khakis and a polo shirt, nursing a drink.

      “Ash. I didn’t realize you were coming.”

      My brother Sebastian is a decade younger, and has a propensity to avoid me unless he wants to lay blame at my feet.

      “Premier League has been over for a week.” He flashes a grin. “Thought I’d raid the bar at your newest club.”

      “I’ve bought two more since.”

      “Yet you’re still here. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were hiding.”

      Ash doesn’t miss a thing. He’s the smarter of the two of us, yet he plays professional football and I’m the one running a corporation.

      “I’m not hiding. I’m relaxing.”

      His smirking gaze runs from my dress shoes up the suit to my tight face.

      “You look positively rejuvenated,” he quips. “When will you stop this relentless quest for acquisitions? When you own every entertainment venue in the world?”

      I accept the thirty-year-old Glen Scotia whisky the bartender brings on a monogrammed napkin. “We’ll find out.”

      “Our parents wouldn’t want you to do this,” he says.

      My grip on the glass tightens. “You don’t know what they’d want. You were a boy when they died.”

      My brother shifts out of his seat. He has the same hair and eyes as me, but he’s a few inches shorter. He’s made the most of what he’s been given and is now a forward for the second-best professional football club in England since getting drafted out of uni last year.

      “I thought you’d started to mellow when you were with her.” My brother leans over the railing next to me. “You stepped back from the business. Started genuinely enjoying life a little. It was good to see, Harry.”

      I sip, and the smooth alcohol lingers on my taste buds. “Love is an illusion. I was a fool to think it was more.”

      The tabloids paint me as a richer-than-Midas entertainment mogul with no greater pleasure than adding to the piles of money I’ve made.

      It’s easier for me that they do.

      Their needling over superficial flaws and supposed weaknesses doesn’t bother me.

      It keeps them from digging at the real ones.

      The crowd below us is dancing, losing themselves in the music pounding through the speakers, reverberating off every wall.

      “Leni texted this afternoon to say I should come down to see a show,” Ash says over the music. “She also said a woman tore you a new one.” His grin flashes white for a second before the club lights go dark.

      The hairs on my neck lift in anticipation.

      The DJs change over. It happens every night between the opening act and the headliner, but tonight, I feel it.

      It’s a tug in my gut, a thrumming in my veins.

      It’s why I came, though I’d never admit it.

      The way she spoke to me earlier… No one challenges me like that.

      She can’t honestly think she’ll get out of this deal. The fact that she’s here means she’s admitted the truth.

      She’ll bend to me, like everyone else does.

      When the black light comes on, the crowd erupts.

      She’s on stage, her hair, trousers, and cropped body-hugging top glowing white before the lights change to a more normal range.

      Out of costume, off stage, she’s moody, seething. A girl who hissed at me like a cornered animal.

      On it, she’s vibrant.

      Her clothes cling to her body in a way that draws attention to her curves but also lets her move uninhibited. A long, blond wig is a stark contrast to her warm skin and dark lashes, thick and lowered as she studies the computer in front of her with the intensity of a rocket scientist navigating a launch.

      “Little Queen,” Ash observes. “The name suits her.”

      I’ve always preferred women as careless as they are beautiful. But there’s something about her that makes it impossible to look away.

      “She owes me,” I say at last, my voice gravel. “And even queens must pay their debts.”
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